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Acupuncture points have a notable characteristic in that they have a higher density of
mast cells (MCs) compared with nonacupoints in the skin, which is consistent with the
augmentation of the immune function by acupuncture treatment. The primo vascular sys-
tem, which was proposed as the anatomical structure of the acupuncture points and me-
ridians, also has a high density of MCs. We isolated the primo nodes from the surfaces of
internal abdominal organs, and the harvested primo nodes were stained with toluidine
blue. The MCs were easily recognized by their stained color and their characteristic gran-
ules. The MCs were classified into four stages according to the degranulation of histaminetributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License (http://
3.0) which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any
properly cited.
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conductance
microscope (SICM)granules in the MCs. Using conventional optical microscopes details of the degranulation
state of MCs in each stage were not observable. However, we were able to investigate the
distribution of the granules on the surfaces of the MCs in each stage, and to demonstrate
the height profiles and three-dimensional structures of the MCs without disturbance of
the cell membrane by using the scanning ion conductance microscopy.1. Introduction
Mast cells (MCs) play a key role in the inflammatory process,
and are implicated in the pathology associated with auto-
immune disorders such as rheumatoid arthritis. MCs are the
active components in acute allergic reaction [1], and the
body’s antimicrobial reaction [2,3]. The diverse roles of
MCs are still being revealed [4,5].
MCs are present in most tissues characteristically sur-
rounding blood vessels and nerves, and are especially
prominent near the boundaries between the external world
and the internal milieu, such as the skin, digestive tracts,
and mucosa of the lungs [6].
MCs are more abundantly present in the acupuncture
points compared with neighboring nonacupoints in skin
[7,8] which could be related to the augmentation of im-
mune function after acupuncture treatment [9]. Acupunc-
ture treatment increased the degranulation of MCs [10].
Recently, MCs were found to be abundant in the primo node
(PN) of the primo vascular system (PVS) which is a new
anatomical structure corresponding to the acupuncture
meridians [11,12]. Interestingly, there was very low con-
centration of MCs in lymph nodes. However, lymph nodes
contain a high concentration of lymphocytes such as T cells
and B cells. By contrast, the PNs have scarce lymphocytes
but a high concentration of granulocytes such as MCs, ba-
sophils, and eosinophils [13e16]. The immune function is
orchestrated by the collaboration of lymphocytes and
granulocytes, therefore the lymph system and the PVS
could work together.
When activated, a MC rapidly releases its characteristic
granules into the interstitium. These granules carry a va-
riety of bioactive chemicals, most notably histamine and
heparin. MCs can be stimulated to degranulate by direct
injury, cross-linking of immunoglobulin E receptors, and
acupuncture stimulation [17].
In this article we report the study of MCs isolated from
PNs that were harvested from the surfaces of internal or-
gans such as the bladder, and large and small intestines of a
rat. We focused our attention on the four stages of
degranulation of MCs. In order to examine the detailed
states and the changes of the granule distribution in the
surface of the cell membranes we utilized the new scanning
probe microscope technique, called scanning ion conduc-
tance microscopy (SICM) [18].
The SICM was the offspring of scanning probe micro-
scopes and was developed for the purpose of studying the
three-dimensional (3-D) topography of a live single cell in
high resolution and natural conditions without disturbing
the surface structure by chemical or physical probes. In
this study, we only studied MCs that were fixed and
stained with toluidine blue. We could more clearly
investigate the distribution of granules in each stageusing SICM than an optical microscope and an atomic
force microscope because it could image the surface with
much higher resolution and there was no interaction be-
tween an imaging probe and sample surfaces [19].
Another benefit of using SICM is a lack of severe sample
preparation processes that are essential to electron mi-
croscopes [20,21].
2. Materials and methods
2.1. Animal preparation and harvesting of the
primo nodes
Ten male SpragueeDawley rats (7e9 weeks old) were ob-
tained from DooYeol Biotech (Seoul, Korea). The animals
were housed under constant temperature and humidity
conditions (23C, relative humidity 60%) with 12-hour/12-
hour light/dark cycles, and were provided water and com-
mercial rat chow ad libitum. The procedures involving the
animals and their care were in full compliance with current
international laws and policies (Guide for the Care and Use
of Laboratory Animals, National Academy Press, 1996) and
were approved by the Institutional Ethics Committee of the
Advanced Institute of Convergence Technology, Seoul Na-
tional University (Approval Number:WJIACUC20140807-03-
07). The rats were anesthetized using an intramuscular in-
jection of a regimen consisting of 1.5 g/kg of urethane and
20 mg/kg of xylazine. The rats were sacrificed using an
intracardiac injection of 1 mL of urethane after the
experiments.
An incision of the subcutaneous layer of the abdominal
skin along the midline, but slightly off the linea alba, was
performed using surgical scissors. We avoided cutting the
linea alba in order to maintain the abdominal wall fat band
located at the midline of the ventral peritoneal wall
because some PNs are often found in the abdominal wall fat
band. All procedures of observations and operations were
performed under a stereomicroscope (SZX12; Olympus,
Tokyo, Japan). We searched for the PVS in the abdominal
cavity under a stereomicroscope (STZ10; Olympus). During
the procedure, avoiding blood flow into the abdominal
cavity and keeping the surfaces of internal organs humid by
dripping phosphate buffer solution (PBS) onto them
frequently were important.
2.2. Isolation and adhesion of MCs
The isolated PNs were fixed with neutral buffered formalin
at 23C for 24 2 hours. The cells were isolated by gently
rubbing two slides between which the PN was placed. The
cells were placed on a poly-L-lysine coated or gelatin
coated Petri dish. Floating cells and other debris were
Figure 1 Primo node and MCs. (A) Stereomicroscope image:
a primo node (arrow) was harvested from the surface of the
Scanning Ionic Conductance Microscopy 283washed with PBS (pH 7.2: Gibco, Waltham, MA, USA) two or
three times. Centrifuging the Petri dish at 300g for 10
minutes resulted in the adherence of cells to the surface of
the Petri dish.
2.3. Toluidine blue staining
The toluidine blue stock solution was made by melting 0.1 g
of toluidine blue powder (Toluidine blue O, 198161-5G,
Sigma-Aldrich; St. Louis, MO, USA) and 10 mL of 70%
alcohol. The working solution at pH 2.3 was made by mixing
the stock solution with sodium chloride (1%, pH 2.3).
Toluidine blue solution (2 mL) was applied to the MCs
that were adhered to the Petri dish for 4 minutes, after
which the dish was cleaned with distilled water twice. The
Petri dish was dehydrated with 95% alcohol two times, and
100% alcohol two times. Xylene dipping for 4 minutes was
done twice. Finally, PBS 10 washing was done twice.
2.4. Observation with SICM
Using the inverted microscope (Nikon Ti-U; Tokyo, Japan)
we took images of cells. The MCs were easily identified by
their granules and toluidine blue stain. The precise loca-
tions and states of MCs were examined and the target MC
for SICM imaging was selected. For SICM analysis an NX-Bio
instrument (Park System, Suwon, Korea) was employed.
First, 1 PBS buffer was added to a Petri dish containing
MCs. After inserting the bath electrode (the AgeAgCl disk
electrode) into the Petri dish, a current of up to 1 nA bias
was applied. A pipette filled with 1 PBS was then
immersed into the Petri dish by control of the z-axis motor.
After immersion, ion current flow through the pipette could
be measured by the current amplifier with a gain of 109. As
the pipette approached the cell surface, the resistance
increased and in turn resulted in a decrease of ion current
flow. The point at which this occurred was selected as the
set point value (2% of Imax). Taken together with positional
feedback from the motion of the pipette, monitoring the
change in the ion current flow provided a 3D spatial map of
the cell morphology. The SICM pipettes were fabricated
using a borosilicate capillary (Sutter Instruments, Novato,
CA, USA) with an outer diameter of 1.00 mm, an inner
diameter of 0.58 mm, and a CO2-laser-based micropipette
puller (P-2000: Sutter Instruments). The diameter of the
nano-pipette tip is in the range of 60e100 nm. Three-
dimensional image reconstruction and topographical
feature analysis with obtained images were done using XEI
software (Park System) provided by the SICM.large intestine of a rat. (B) Inverted microscope image: three
adjacent MCs (arrow head) that were stained with toluidine
blue and extracted from the primo node. (400). (C) SICM
image: a three-dimensional image of the MCs. The granules
densely covered the surfaces of the MCs. MCZmast cell;
PNZ primo node; SICMZ scanning ion conductance
microscopy.3. Results
PNs were harvested from the surfaces of large and small
intestines, abdominal walls, and bladders of rats. A primo
node on the surface of the large intestine is shown in
Fig. 1A. From this primo node MCs were isolated. An
inverted microscope image of three MCs adhered to each
other are depicted in Fig. 1B. A 3D image of these MCs was
obtained by using the SICM as shown in Fig. 1C. The surfaces
of these MCs were densely covered with granules.Fig. 2 shows the height profile of an MC in Stage I with
nearly-intact cell membrane without extrusion of histamine
granules. In the graphical analysis, the diameter of the MC
along the red line was 16.8 mm, and the height was 9.2 mm.
Figure 2 MC in Stage I. (A) Three-dimensional topographical
image of a MC in the degranulation Stage I. (B) The red curve
shows the height profile of the MC along the red line: The
height is 9.2 mm, and the width is 16.8 mm. (C) The green curve
is another height profile along the green line: the height is
8.0 mm, and the width is 16.6 mm. MCZmast cell.
Figure 3 MC in Stage II. (A) The inverted microscope image
and a MC in Stage II. The central middle area of the MC surface
had a number of holes due to the discharged granules. (B, C)
the red curve and the green curve are two height profiles along
the corresponding lines, respectively. Compared with the MC in
Stage I, granules in some regions were discharged. MCZmast
cell.
284 Y.Y. Yoo et al.The number of granules in this MC was 74, and their average
diameter was 1.2 0.2 mm. The granules were evenly
distributed and compactly covered the whole surface of the
cell membrane.
Early stage degranulation of a MC in Stage II is shown in
Fig. 3. The granule-less region in the middle upper parts of
the cell surfaces are visible. The granules near the pe-
ripheral area of the cell membrane are not extruded. The
number of granules was 103, and their average diameter
was 1.0 0.2 mm.
The well proceeded MC in Stage III had very sparse
remnants of granules on the most upper parts of the cell
surface as shown in Fig. 4A. The magnified view of the
boxed area of the MC is shown in Fig. 4C in which the
Figure 4 MC in Stage III. (A) The inverted microscope image
of a MC in Stage III. (B) SICM image of the MC. The upper part of
the MC was nearly empty. (C) The rectangle area was magni-
fied. The boundary membrane showed curved lace patterns.
MCZmast cell; SICMZ scanning ion conductance microscopy.
Scanning Ionic Conductance Microscopy 285disintegrated boundary looked like laced patches. The
diameter of a lace was 1.6 mm.
The almost completely disintegrated MC had only remnant
granules scatteredaround in thecellularbody.Thegranulesat
the outermost part of the disintegrated peripheral boundary
barely connected to neighboring granules. However, the
granules themselves kept their shape and size intact.4. Discussion
The detailed degranulation states along the four develop-
mental stages were not clearly recognizable in the optical
images of the MCs (Figs. 1B, 3A, 4A, and 5A). Using SICM the
progress of degranulation in the surface of the cell mem-
branes was demonstratively shown (Figs. 1C, 3B, 4B, and
5B). We observed that the degranulation started from the
central part of the surfaces of MCs and progressed toward
the peripheral boundary. This was in contrast to ordinary
phenomena because one might guess that granules might
more easily be extruded from the boundary. In Stage I the
granules covered the whole surface which was intact, in
Stage II some parts of the central area became void of
granules while the peripheral area remained intact. In
Stage III, the disintegration reached to the cell boundary
which began to decay in the form of a lace pattern. In Stage
IV, the cells were nearly completely destroyed leaving the
remnant cell body with sparsely scattered granules.
The height of the MCs in each stage progressively low-
ered as degranulation progressed. They were 9.2 mm,
6.9 mm, 2.6 mm, and 2.4 mm in the stages from I to IV,
respectively. However, the round shape and the diameters
of the granules in the different stages remained the same.
The average diameter was 1.0 0.2 mm.
Details of the granules beyond the resolution limit of
optical microscopes were extensively studied using trans-
mission electron microscopy (TEM) which showed the
granules inside the MCs [20,21]. Many of those granules
were homogeneous and circular in cross section whereas
others exhibited irregularities in the structure and contour
of the granules. All the granules were surrounded by a
distinct membrane and these perigranule membranes were
separated from one another by cytoplasm. Altered granules
were formed by fusion of the membranes around the indi-
vidual granules [21].
Atomic force microscopy (AFM) is more suitable than
TEM and scanning electron microscope to study the
degranulation processes in MCs because AFM has spatial
resolution close to that of the electron microscope (EM) and
it can investigate the surface topography of cells in near
intact conditions in solution. The severe treatments, such
as drying and metal coating, for the sample preparation of
EM were not needed. Owing to this advantage, Nakamura
and Nakasini [19] were able to observe the secreted ma-
trixes from the various thin filaments such as microvilli
outside of the cell membranes of peritoneal mast cells.
However, the imaging stylus of the AFM has to make
contact with the sample surface to study the surface
topography of a cell, which in turn naturally affects the
minute structure of the cell membrane and the imaging
results. Therefore, it is not suitable for studying the dy-
namics and high resolution structure of the live cell
Figure 5 Detailed images of granules from a MC in the Stage IV. Three-dimensional images of granules nearly ejected from the
cell membrane of the MC. (A) The optical microscope images of the MC in Stage IV. (B) The SICM image shows nearly shattered and
fragmented MC. (C) The boxed area was magnified to show the extreme boundary where the granules were being ejected. (D)
Three-dimensional image of the few nearly ejected granules. MCZmast cell.
286 Y.Y. Yoo et al.membranes. SICM has overcome limitations in AFM and
enabled noninvasive, nanoscale investigation of live cells.
The glass micropipette which is used in SICM as the sensitive
probe, instead of a silicon-based stylus, can glide over live
cells while maintaining an absolute noncontact imaging
mode, and its electrochemical current feedback system
further enhances biological sample imaging [22]. We were
able to study the distributions of granules in four different
stages of MCs in high resolution. The sample preparation
treatment was minimized by fixing and staining with tolui-
dine blue for identifying the target samples. Further
research with live MCs can reveal more specific dynamic
processes of the extrusion of the granules, which has
otherwise not been possible with EM or AFM.
We studied the MCs isolated from the PNs which were
harvested in the peritoneal cavity. The PVS is considered to
be the anatomical structure corresponding to acupuncture
meridians [11,12]. MCs were highly concentrated in the PNs
compared with other organs [13e16]. This abundance of
MCs was also observed in acupuncture points independently
of the PVS [7,8,23]. In particular, MCs play an important
role in acupuncture therapy [24e27]. There were reports
on the promotion of degranulation of MCs by acupuncture
[10]. Further investigation of MCs from PNs using SICM can
supply functional relations between the anatomic PVS and
acupuncture treatments.The SICM was proven to be useful for investigating the
degranulation states of MCs in the four developmental
stages. It has advantages compared with optical micro-
scopes due to their submicron resolution: It was possible to
investigate the distribution of the granules on the surfaces
of the MCs in each stage and 3D images of the height pro-
files of the MCs without contacting the cell membrane using
the SICM. In addition, it has obvious advantages compared
with electron microscopes because it does not need
complicated sample preparation processes.Disclosure statement
The authors declare that they have no conflicts of interest
and no financial interests related to the material of this
manuscript.Acknowledgments
Thisworkwas supported in part by the Basic Science Research
Program through the National Research Foundation of Korea
(NRF) fundedby theMinistry of Science, ICT&Future Planning
(grant numbers: 2013R1A1A2011526&2013R1A1A2008343).
This work was also supported in part by the Support Program
Scanning Ionic Conductance Microscopy 287for Extensive Equipment Engineer (E34500) through the Na-
tional Research Facilities & Equipment Center (NFEC) and
Advanced Technology Center (ATC) Program funded by the
Ministry ofTrade, Industry&Energy (grant number: 10045812)
to S.-J.C. and Y.-Y.Y. We thank the animal care service of
WOOJUNG BSC, Inc.
References
[1] Forssell J, Sideras P, Eriksson C, Malm-Erjefalt M, Rydell-
Tormanen K, Ericsson PO, et al. Interleukin-2-inducible T cell
kinase regulates mast cell degranulation and acute allergic
responses. Am J Respir Cell Mol Biol. 2005;32:511e520.
[2] Malaviya R, Ikeda T, Ross E, Abraham SN. Mast cell modulation
of neutrophil influx and bacterial clearance at sites of infec-
tion through TNF-alpha. Nature. 1996;381:77e80.
[3] Echtenacher B, Mannel DN, Hultner L. Critical protective role
of mast cells in a model of acute septic peritonitis. Nature.
1996;381:75e77.
[4] Gurish MF, Austen KF. The diverse roles of mast cells. J
ExpMed. 2001;194(1):F1e5.
[5] Galli SJ, Nakae S, Tsai M. Mast cells in the development of
adaptive immune responses. Nat Immunol. 2005;6(2):
135e142.
[6] Metcalfe DD, Baram D, Mekori YA. Mast cells. Physiol Rev.
1997;4:1033e1079.
[7] Zhu Z, Xu R. Morphometric observation on the mast cells
under the acupuncture meridian lines. Zhen Ci Yan Jiu. 1990;
15:157e158 [In Chinese].
[8] Deng YP, Fu ZH, Dong H, Wu QL, Guan XM. Effects of elec-
troacupuncture on the subcutaneous mast cells of Zusanli
acupoint in rat with unilateral sciatic nerve transection. Zhen
Ci Yan Jiu. 1996;21:46e49 [In Chinese].
[9] Kim SK, Bae H. Acupuncture and immune modulation. Auton
Neurosci. 2010;157:38e41.
[10] Deng YP, Zeng T, Zhou Y, Guan XM. The influence of electro-
acupuncture on the mast cells in the acupoints of the stomach
meridian. Zhen Ci Yan Jiu. 1996;21:69e70 [In Chinese].
[11] Kim BH. The Kyungraksystem. J Jo Sun Med. 1965;108(6):1e38.
[12] Soh KS. Current state of research on the primo vascular sys-
tem. In: Soh KS, Kang KA, Harrison D, eds. The Primo Vascular
System: Its Role in Cancer and Regeneration. New York, USA:
Springer; 2011:25e40.
[13] Lee BC, Yoo JS, Ogay V, Kim KW, Dobberstein H, Soh KS, et al.
Electron microscopic study of novel threadlike structures on
the surfaces of mammalian organs. Microsc Res Tech. 2007;70:
34e43.
[14] Kwon BS, Ha CM, Yu S, Lee BC, Ro JY, Hwang S. Microscopic
nodes and ducts inside lymphatics and on the surface ofinternal organs are rich in granulocytes and secretory gran-
ules. Cytokine. 2012;60(2):587e592.
[15] Lee HS, LEE JY, Kang DI, Kim SH, Lee IH, Park SH, et al. Evi-
dence for the primo vascular system above the epicardia of
rat hearts. Evid Based Compl Altern Med. 2013;2013:1e8.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2013/510461. Article ID 510461.
[16] Lim CJ, Yoo JH, Kim Y, Lee SY, Ryu PD. Gross morphological
features of the organ surface primo-vascular system revealed
by hemacolor staining. Evid Based Compl Altern Med. 2013;
2013:1e12. http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2013/350815. Article
ID 350815.
[17] Shi Y, Qi L, Wang J, Xu MS, Zhang D, Wu LY, et al. Moxibustion
activates mast cell degranulation at the ST25 in rats with
colitis. World J Gastroenterol. 2011;17:3733e3738.
[18] Anariba F, Ahn JH, Jung G-E, Cho N-J, Cho S-J. Biophysical
applications of scanning ion conductance microscopy (SICM).
Mod Phys Lett B. 2012;26:1130003e1130034.
[19] Nakamura R, Nakanishi M. Atomic force microscopy to study
the degranulation in rat peritoneal mast cells after activation.
Immunol Lett. 1999;69:307e331.
[20] Crivellato E, Ribatti D, Mallardi F, Beltrami C. Granule changes
of human and murine endocrine cells in the gastrointestinal
epithelia are characteristic of piecemeal degranulation. Anat
Record. 2002;268:353e359.
[21] Lagunoff D. Membrane fusion during mast cell secrection. Tae
J Cell Biology. 1973;57:252e259.
[22] Jung GE, Noh H, Shin YK, Kahng SJ, Baik KY, Kim HB, et al.
Closed-loop ARS mode for scanning ion conductance micro-
scopy with improved speed and stability for live cell imaging
applications. Nanoscale. 2015;7:10989e10997.
[23] Luo M, Dong X, Song X, Jiang J, Zhann J, Han Y. Study on the dy-
namiccompound structurecomposedofmast cells, bloodvessels,
and nerves in rat acupoint. Evid Based Compl Altern Med. 2013;
2013:1e4. http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2013/160651. Article ID
160651.
[24] Yao W, Yang H, Yin N, Ding G. Mast cell-nerve cell interaction
at acupoint: modeling mechanotransduction pathway induced
by acupuncture. Int J Biol Sci. 2014;10(5):511e519.
[25] Sa ZY, Huang M, Zhang D, Ding GH. Relationship between
regional mast cell activity and peripheral nerve discharges
during manual acupuncture stimulation of “Zusanli” (ST 36).
Zhen Ci Yan Jiu. 2013;38(2):118e122 [In Chinese].
[26] Huang H, Zhan R, Yu XJ, Zhang D, Li WM, Ding GH. Effects of
acupoint-nerve block on mast cell activity, manual acupunc-
ture- and electroacupuncture-induced analgesia in adjuvant
arthritis rats. Zhen Ci Yan Jiu. 2009;34(1):31e35 [In Chinese].
[27] Zhang D, Ding GH, Shen XY, Yao W, Zhang ZY, Zhang YQ, et al.
Influence of mast cell function on the analgesic effect of
acupuncture of “Zusanli” (ST 36) in rats. Zhen Ci Yan Jiu.
2007;32(3):147e152 [In Chinese].
